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for financial auditing and
performance oversight,”
Fellmeth said. “There is a
vieed for systemic reform in
this regulatory scheme.”

County Supervisor Glo-
ria Moling said Teens should
finally lose its contract, and
Supervisor Zev Yaroslavsky
said that if the allegations
against Teens prove true,
they “would constitute a se-
rigiis misuse of public funds
and represent a grave threat
te the health and safety of
the foster children.”

Fhilip Browning, director
af the Department of Chil-
dren and Family Services,
sadd in an interview Thurs-
day that e was startied to
lasarn of the depth of prob-
lems at Teens and that he
was enlisting the help of re-
tired homicide detectives Lo
aexamine allegations of child
abuse and {nancial maifes-
sance al foster care contrac-
LOrs: -

“My marching orders are
to figure out-what's going on
and fix i, Browning said. “I
think we have a long way to
o in terms of improving the
monitoring of these agen-
cles”

i

Teens’ chief exscutive,
Beautina Robinsen, grewup
in foster care and knew the
life from the inside out, She
asiabiished the South Los
Angeles  agency’s  group
home in 1990 and expanded
with foster homes through-
out Southern Catifornia.

Agaprivate group, Teens
wasg only loosely monitored
by the state and county,
which typically audits the fi-
nances at private agencies
ohee adecade.

The routine audit of
Trens in 2003 faced prob-
iems from the beginning.
Zhortly before auditors ar-
rived, a sewnage bhackup de-
stroved many financial re-
cords. The remaining docu-
ments painted apileture pf {i-
nanecial chaos.

There were canceled
checks showing the agency
repentedly bought  ciga-
rettes and beer with foster
care money — in one in-
gtance, 30 cases’

There was 346,000 In unpald

worth,

Miwe T. Nouyes

TAHJIERY GOLDSMITH entered Teens Happy Homes soon after his premature
birth in 2008. Later, after being sent to livewith Teryl Veal, below right, he died.

BEAUTINA ROBINSON, chief executive of Teens
Happy Homes, in.an online video for the Southern
California Foster Care Mentoring Network, which
operates out of Teens’ headquarters in Bouth LA,

federal payroll taxes. The
agency’s bookkeeper wrote
$13,000 in checks to herself,
“The agency was unable to
explain the nature of these
expenditures,” auditors
wrote,

The bookkeeper, fearing
criminal prosecution, wrote
to county auditors, saying
Robinson had orderad two
workers to “come up with re-
celpty” to help keep staff
“out ofjajl”

The plan fell apart when
one manager refused. “He
was not going to get caught
up in falsifying any docu-
ments,” the bookkeeper
wrotein herletter, which was
obtained by The Times.

An attorney for Teens de~
clined to comment for this
story.

In the end, auditors told

corunty officials they “should
congider whether to contin-
ue contracting with this
agency due to the nature of
these financial issues.”

But the agency retained
its coantract, and the audi-
tor-controler never com-
pleted another financial au-
dit o see ¥ problems had
heen fixed.

The problems st Teens
Happy Homes weren't just
financial.

Over a three-year period,
240 allegations of abuse or
neglect were filed on behalf
of youths at Teens homes, a
Times analysis of child
abuse hotline data found.
Teens rate of nearly two alle-
gations for each home was

more than two times the av-

erage for the state and fwo-
thirds higher than that of

TERYL VEAL, en-
trusted with Tajlere, had
twice been banned from
fogber care for two venrs,

the rest of Los Angeles
County. :

About half of Teens” 131
facilities had no complaints
during the period covered by
the data, from October 2008
through September 2011 But
four of them had ¥) or more

compiaints, landing them:

among the {op 40 in the
oounty.

Irwestigators substanti-
ated about 7% of all com-
plaints  from  the Teens
homes, about the zame as
thestate average.

State Investigators found
one foster parent who had a
child stay with a registered
sex offender. In another
home, they discovered a fos-
ter parent shoving a child'’s
face into her brother's potty-
training bowl. One foster
mother stole the children's
allowanee and gift cards.

Among the children sent
t0 Teens by the county De-
partment of Children and
Family Services was Tajiere
Goldsmith,
baby just a few days old in
June 2008. The baby was 4/
pounds at birth, with {races
of PCP in his veins,

The agency was reguired
to checlk on the child every
weelk, uf nio one came, sald
Carciine Cren, his first foster
mother. When a social
worker {inally arrived, Geh
said she was asked {0 sign
falsified veports for the
missed visits,

After Tajlere spent about
a month in Geh's care, a
Teens social worker unex-
pectedly arrived to move
himntoanewhome, Gehsaid.

The worker refused to let
her change hig diaper, feed
him or fold his clothes, Geh
and her family members re-
calied, Geh said she later
told & Teens official, “You
treated this baby like he was
apiece ofluggage.”

CGeh sald she thenlest fos-
ter care for good and still
keeps a photograph of Ta-

jiere in her home.

Téensplaced Tajiere with
a newly recruited foster par-
ent, TeryiVeal. .

Veal had twice been

a premature

nanned from foster care for
two yesrs: in 1992 after chil-
dren in her ¢are had un
treated serious burns, andin
2000 hecause she hadbeaten
foster children with hangers,
according to state records,
Days after being sent to

“Weal's home, Tallere died,

Veal told authorities that
Tajiere had been sleeping
with her on a bare fwinmag-
tress atop cinder blocks on
the floor. Despite rules re-
guiring eribs for infanis,
noné was avallable in the
home, aceording to cowrt re-
eords,

The home overflowed
with 20 people. It was filthy
and crawling with bugs, ac-
cording to a wrongful-death
lawsuit later filed by Ta-
Here's birth mother,

Sheriff's = investigators
suspected that Veal rolled
over on Tajiere, suffocating
him. But such deaths often
leave no telliale signs, ac-
cording {0 the medical ex-
aminer, and the cause of
death was never deter-
mined.

The California Depart-
ment of Social Services,
which licensed Teens Happy
Homes, spent {wo hours
visiting Teens on the day of
Tajiere’s death before issu-
ing its final report on the
matter, It cited Teens for fail-
ing to do criminal and child
abuse checks on Veal and
fined the agency $100.

Teens and Veal, who Is
now deeeazed, paid an un-
disclosed amount to setile
the suit filed by Tajlere’s
hirthmother

ALsTesns boardmeeting
in 2010, & management con-
sultant for the agency, Jorge
Cratierrez, told the directors
that children dying didn't
necessarily spell pertl forfos-
tercare conbractors, acgord-
ing toatape secrefly record-
ed by aformer employee, A8~
kari Moyenda, and provided
to The Times,

“Agencles have deaths
happen all thethme,” Gutier-
rez said, “They don't close

you down for a death all the

time, QK7

Teens officials declined
to lsten to the tape and verl-
fythat it accuratelyreflecied
the meeting. ’

The more pressing prob-
lem at the meeting seemed
1o he the agency’s continu-
ing financial troubles.

Robinson, the chief exe-
cutive, said that Teens was
unableto qualify for a credit
card. To pay bills, she told
the board she puil expenses
on her personal eredit eard
and then issued reimburse-
ment checks to herself from
the agency's account, and
receipts were sometimes
missing.

She said she had bought
a car with agency funds and
nlaned the ownership in her
name. The perk was not in-
eluded in the $12,000 com-
pensation package reported
on fiiings to the county or on
tax returns i

{rutierrez suggested that
the agency give board mem-
bers astipend, but Robinson
balked. “Tve taken care of
the board that needed it per-
sonally, myself, and Twould
prefer the board keep it that
way,” she said. :

The board was con-
eerned about inguiries belng
made at the fime by the
county  auditor-controller,
but Gutierrez said at the
meeting that Teens was be-
ing aleried when county
watchdogs suspected finan-
elal wrongdoing. “I have a
personinthere whio is avery,
very good {riend of mine,” he

Wendy

- eopy

sald.

But the audit never ma-
terialized.

Auditor-Controller
Watanabe  sald
through a spokeswoman
that her office had initiated
the audit in August 2000 and
was gtill working on it.

The spokeswoman said
the office was unaware of
any employee with g person-
al relationship with Gutier-
rez, but she added that i
was not uncommon fur a
member of her staff fo notify
the agency of problems as
soon as they arige. “Buch a
notification in no wayaiters
or diminighes ... the final au-
dit report,” shesaid.

Teens Happy Homes wag
growing rapidly af the time,
In 2010, the county’s funding
of the agency swelled {0 §3.6
mittion. '

Like all 50 Los Angeies
County foster care contras-

" tors, Teens is a fax-exampt

charity, but executives at
Teens and some other eon-
tractors draw significant fi-
pancigl rewards from the
agencies, according o
Moyenda, a former Teens
employee.

Movendea =said that hs
and his wife, Niki Mitlani,
promised to pay $139,000 in
exchange for two top posi-
tions at Teens in 20407, hop-
ing It would bring them -
naneial security after vears
working in mid-level jobs in
the Industry.

Theagencyagreed o ter-
rinate its top program ad-
mintstrator to malke way for
Miani, and it established a
new guality agsurance posi-
tion for Moyenda.

The couple agreed io
make a 370,000 down pay-
ment and promised to follow
up with $1,500 montbly in-
stallinents until the $139,004
wag paid off, according to a
of the agreement
signed by the couple and the
agency’s chief executive and
beard of directors.

Teens did not completely
report salaries g its tax re.
turns, 50 1t is unknown what
compensation Moyenda and
Milani drew from their posi-
tlons,

Moyends said they wrote
8 $60,000 checlt to Teens and
a $10,000 check directly to
Robinson, the agency's chief
executive,

Under the agreement,
Mavenda and Miani wers
called “investors.” Thay
were promised the ability to
appeint three members of
the seven-person board of
direetors.

In a briefinterview, Rob-
ingon sald she considersd
the couple’s money 10 be a
“donation.”

Milard and Moyends left
the agency in 2010 and 201,
respectively, in a dispute
gver control of the agency,
andg filed a lawsuit against
Teens, Robinson and board
members, alleging they had
breached thelr contract
Movenda. represented him-
selfinthe case, anditwasra-
cently dismissed affer a
court deadline for a fling
was missed.

“These aren’t réa! charl-
ties,” Movenda said.

garrett.therolf
@latimes.com

Tiraes staflf writer Doug
Smith and researcher Maloy
Moore contributed to this
report.

Thisiscneinazeriesof
oecasionalarficles on
childrenlivingin
California’s privatized
foster care system.
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BoBERT GauT:

JEFY CASTILLO was a foster child in Teens Happy Homes. He said his sceusations of abuse rarely resulted
ininvestigations. “I went from making complaints once & week to onee a month to once every six months.”

[Ageney, from Ad]
Mitchell until they were
brought to his attention in
aninterview.

Browning also wag toid of
complaints  of physical
abuse from a former Teens
foster child, who recently
came forward affer reading
about the agency’s problems
inthe newspaper.

Browning said the allega-
tions will have to be con-
firmed. If true, “Tcan't imag-
. Ine usbeing in business with

people who have done this,”
e said.

Teens officials declned
to coument on the latest au-
dit findings and Browning’s
decizion.

The county now is con-

- sidering even stronger ac-
tion to terminate its rela-

tionship with Teens. Super-
visors Michael D. Antono-
vich and Gloria Molna
urged the county to cancel
its contract and remove all
children from the ageney’s
“are.

Thetwo supervisors have
not bheen able to secure g
needed third vote from the
five-member hoard. Super-
visors Don Knabe, Zev Yaro-
slavsky and Mark Ridley-
Thomas, who representsthe
South Los Anhgeles district
where Teens is head-
cuartered, declined to com-
ment.

Under Teens Happy
Homes’ contract, the super-
visors ean terminate the re-
lationship without cause or
penalty, according to =&

DCFS spokeswomarn.

Los Angeles County al-
most entirely funds Teeng'
budget —up to $3.6 million a
VR,

Michael Nash, the presid-
ingjudge of LA, County’s Ju-
venile Court, and LesHe
Starr Heimov, wholeads the
court-appointed law firm
representing foster children,
nave called on the supervi-
sors to sever the contract.

That action canbe taken,
Heimov said, without having
to disrupt the placement of
children whose foster par-
entsare providing good care.
“If the parents meet stand-
ards,” she said, “the county
needs $0 assist them with a
Jgew certification by a new
contractor, The county has
successfully managed large,
sudden closures of contrae-

tors inthe past.”

The now three-year-long
awdif of Teens alleged finan-
cial abuses probably will not
be officially released for an-
other four months because
ofpotential apopeals.

The documents obtained
hy The Times show that in
addition o  Robinsons
$112,000 sadary, the agency
provided $23,032 to coverthe
down payment, warranty,
monthly payments, insur-
anee and satellite radio for
her personal car.

The agency also paid her
personal credit card ex-
penses totaling $5,671, the
auditors sald,

_The $70,000 in question-
able salary payments went
to Robinson's daughter, ane
of her former foster children
and ancther person.

Her daughter, who was
listed as the agency's op-
erations mangger, was seri-
ouslyill forall of 2009 but was
1ot placed on medical leave,

Shereceived her full sala- .
Ty, according to the audit.

Eobinsonw's former foster
child was Hiving in Alabama
at the time and there wasno
evidence he did any mainte-
nance work the ageney had
paid him to do, the audi
said.









